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NETWORKS 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Networks have changed the way society is organized and how individuals interact within it   
Whilst they are not new structures of human practice, through the interconnection of 
individual nodes, powered by the information transfer capabilities of linked technologies, 
they have taken on a totally new significance.  According to Bullock and Trombley1(1) “a 
network comprises a field of social relations, understood as being made up of different 
elements linked through multiplex relationships and comprising both interactional and 
structural criteria”. 
 
Network enterprises, epitomized by corporate collaborations, joint ventures, strategic 
alliances, partnerships, and supply chain optimization, have transformed business 
management into networks of cooperation.  These herald the emergence of a new kind of 
socio-technical pattern of interaction between humans and technology, enacted by the 
person to person networks established.  It would be naive to assume that such new 
patterns of social interaction do not also require an assessment of the role played by the 
built environment and those responsible for its creation and design.  This places interior 
design and thus interior designers firmly within an emergent context and also as critical 
participants involved in a discourse around which the future is germinating. 
 
The World We Live In 
 
Today’s networks have emerged from within a contemporary worldwide phenomenon, 
culturally manifested as a consequence of globalization and the knowledge economy.  It is 
in this context that the internet revolution has prompted a radical re-ordering of social and 
institutional relationships and the associated structures, processes, and places to support 
these.  Within the duality of virtual space and the augmentation of traditional notions of 
physical place, organizational structures pose new challenges for the design professions. 
 
Technological developments increasingly permit communication anytime and anywhere, 
and provide the opportunity for both synchronous and asynchronous collaboration.  The 
resultant ecology formed through the network enterprise has resulted in an often 
convoluted and complex world wherein designers are forced to consider the relevance and 
meaning of this new context.  The role of technology and that of space are thus 
intertwined in the relationship between the network and the individual workplace. 
 
Globalization refers to a range of significant world changes encompassing social, cultural, 
political, religious, and economic issues.  Castells2(2) referred to globalization as “the 
process by which human activity in its different dimensions becomes selectively and 
asymmetrically organized in interactive networks of performance that function on a 
planetary scale in real time.”  It can be linked to two distinct phenomena, the information 
technology revolution and the major socio-economic restructuring of western society that 
began taking place in the mid 1970s.  As the global marketplace and the knowledge 
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economy expand into the twenty-first century, the amount of accompanying information 
appears also to be growing exponentially.  Work, education, family life, and politics are all 
responding to the possibilities opened up by the enormous expansion as well as the speed 
and subtlety of its processing. 
 
A New Social Structure 
 
The new social structure of the network society is made up of networks of production, 
consumption, power, and experience.  Within this, productivity and competitiveness are 
the commanding processes of the economy.  It is believed that productivity stems from 
innovation, whereas competitiveness is dependent on the capacity to be flexible.  Thus 
firms, regions, countries, economic units of all kinds, are inclined to gear their production 
relationships to maximize innovation and flexibility.  This has resulted in a dynamic world 
of hyper-competition, the pressure for companies to be innovative, the realignment of 
corporate activities, and the resulting re-invention of business, all now dominating 
organizational life.  The creation of new knowledge, the effective capture of existing 
knowledge, and the efficient transfer or dissemination of this knowledge both internally 
and externally, are the characteristics which are permeating companies at the dawn of the 
new century3(3)4(4). 
 
Knowledge management theory regards the level of information connection in 
organizations as an important part of the knowledge creation process and interaction in an 
office environment is seen as essential to enhance people’s knowledge5(5).  Modern 
organizations are increasingly being perceived and described as ecosystems in which tacit 
knowledge is developed and exchanged through conversations, formal and informal.  
Communication, in the broad sense of an exchange of meaning may even be the 
fundamental production process of the knowledge economy.  Workplace design is 
increasingly being perceived by both management and workers to be one of the main 
organizational factors in either the facilitation of, or as an impediment to the transfer of 
knowledge6(6)7(7). 
 
Social Networks 
 
The concept of social networks and the ability to facilitate their creation and maintenance 
has implications for the built environment and the physical infrastructure of organizations.  
Physical closeness or propinquity is often critical to encouraging interaction, in breaking 
down the barriers between tribes within organizations, and in facilitating opportunities for 
face-to-face meetings.  In the distant past, networks began as face-to-face encounters and 
conversations.  That legacy continues today.  Virtual-teams, tele-commuters, and 
employees who utilize hot-desking facilities represent a special challenge in today’s 
organizations.  It is necessary to create places and reasons for people to encounter each 
other.  Unwin8(8) made reference to the importance of the ancient hearth as a place for 
establishing relationships and face-to-face encounters.  It appears that the ancient art of 
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managing networks around the hearth is making a comeback precisely because of the 
challenges faced by working virtually.  The challenge for interior designers is to 
understand what organizational members interpret as today’s equivalent of the ancient 
hearth in terms of actual physical space or the symbols which supplement the lack of 
place. 
 
Application to Workplace Design 
 
The micro-level processes of how knowledge is enabled in firms is still very much in the 
exploratory stage but insights being realized through research are highlighting that the 
issues of network management, social networks, and the network of spatial implications 
are important for the future of organizations.  Of particular relevance for architects and 
interior designers is the need for a reconsideration of the spaces and places within which 
firms undertake their operations.  Unlike information, knowledge is embedded in people 
and knowledge creation occurs in the process of social interaction.  This was noted by 
Wiig9(9) in his findings that “people and their behaviors contribute much more to the 
enterprise success than conventional assets”, and confirmed by Burgess10(10) in his PhD 
dissertation on the social factors impacting on supply chain innovation. 
 
It is apparent that future organizations will still be comprised of communities but the 
extended organizations of the knowledge economy may well be comprised of communities 
with potentially different social dynamics.  These will require new interpretations of places 
and spaces by interior designers, encompassing permanent and temporary physical 
settings, together with virtual venues, and the meanings that these take on will depend on 
the interactions within the various networks. 
 
A Case of Being-at-Work 
 
The phenomenon of new inter-organizational contexts enabled the identification of a gap 
in the knowledge relative to workplace design.  The literature and research available 
indicated that there had always been a mono-organizational focus in relation to the 
strategies driving workplace design11(11).  The specific investigation across inter-
organizational contexts in a network configuration, prior to the NetWorkPlaceTM© study, 
had not been attempted12(12).  This study became a critical component of an over-arching 
supply chain optimization research initiative involving an investigation which encompassed 
three corporations, extending a distance of over 12,000 kilometers across Australia.  It 
was conducted over a two-year period by a trans-disciplinary team comprising a 
collaborative partnership between industry practitioners and academic researchers from 
four different universities. The NetWorkPlaceTM© study sought to investigate issues 
pertaining to organizational, sociological, technological, and spatial perspectives in order 
to uncover the complex dynamics of the network setting. 
 
Subsequent to this, a recent research collaboration with a U.K. University into supply 
chain innovation being implemented by the British Ministry of Defence, has revealed a 
significant amount of evidence and as yet unpublished results which indicate that physical 
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collocation of network members is generating improved performance efficiencies.  The 
supply chain management literature13(13) makes it clear that innovation gains are 
embedded in socio-economic networks.  The Ministry of Defence is now working closer 
with suppliers to achieve innovative acquisition solutions and it is apparent that there is a 
need to foster more social engagement.  While no definitive answer has yet emerged 
about how to guarantee an increase in the intangible assets such as trust and 
collaboration in order to increase innovation, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that 
spatial elements and workplace design do and will continue to play a role. 
 
The hype surrounding multi-disciplinary research in recent times appears to have captured 
the imagination of the management, information technology, and design disciplines 
amongst others.  The belief is that by combining disciplines and incorporating multi-
institutional collaboration, greater creativity and innovation can be achieved.  Multi-
disciplinary research connotes the involvement of a group of individual researchers from 
different specialty areas, combining their efforts towards a common outcome without any 
integration of the disciplines throughout the process.  Newell and Swan14(14) described 
such an approach as the individuals being like “pieces of a jigsaw, where the pieces fit 
together but are not changed by being part of the jigsaw.” 
 
The term trans-disciplinary research is deemed in the NetWorkPlaceTM© study to infer that 
the research experience in some way influences the disciplinary participants or at least 
impacts on the way they are liable to operate in the future.  It posits a post-experience 
transition in attitude and how researchers and practitioners then apply their own 
disciplinary knowledge.  This approach has been reinforced by Stegmeier’s15(15) 
publication focusing on innovations in office design which reports on both a methodology 
and a number of successful case studies. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The design of workplaces must be adapted to the ways that the structure and social 
complexions of organizations are being transformed through the requirements and trends 
associated with the knowledge economy.  Design must correspond to the strategic and 
operational requirements of organizations both individually and as collaborative partners in 
the form of the network enterprise.  The reshaping of space will rely heavily on new 
information technologies, not necessarily as the only or the primary cause of change, but 
certainly as a significant medium to facilitate the transformation and/or creation of 
workplace settings in the network context. 
 
The roles that interior designers need to play in the workplace design process as a 
consequence of the network context requires a shift in the traditional methods of 
investigation and the ways of engaging with clients, users, and trans-disciplinary 
collaborators.  It follows that for architects and interior designers, the scope of the problem 
has widened, the depth of knowledge required to provide solutions has increased, and the 
rules of engagement are required to change to accommodate these.  This places a 
responsibility on the profession at large to respond to the demands created by the network 
context. 
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It is obvious then that networks is a key word in which the future is germinating.  It is part 
of the morphology of an emerging vocabulary and a critical field of discourse for the 
discipline of interior design.  It is a multi-dimensional descriptor, thus providing both the 
content and context to be embraced by designers for research and practice in the future. 
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